Assessment of patient competence for making decisions.
For patients to be able to make decisions autonomously (and to grant informed consent), they must have information, understanding, freedom and willingness, with competence a prerequisite for autonomy. Clinicians are often faced with patients lacking competence to make decisions but detect less than half of such cases and often inadequately assess the patients' competence. This article offers guidelines for assessing the competence of patients for whom there are doubts about their ability to make decisions concerning their health. The procedure is based on 5 steps: 1) recognising the conditions that require a competence assessment; 2) fully evaluating the competence; 3) correlating the degree of competence with the complexity of the decision; 4) improving the patient's competence when possible; and 5) establishing who will make the decision.